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Abstract 
This paper addresses correctional adjustment in young offenders, seeking to identify the variables associated with it. 
The study was conducted on a sample of adolescents detained in a Romanian Juveniles Reeducation Centre. Data 
were gathered using a rating scale completed by prison staff (assessing both institutional behavior and 
psychopathological symptoms) and a standardized criminological coding form. Data analysis found statistically 
significant correlations (p < .05) between institutional misconduct and a number of socio-demographic, family, 
criminological and clinical variables. The results could allow for the development of a prediction model of 
correctional adjustment in juveniles.  
© 2010 Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction. The theoretical background of the study 
Correctional or institutional adjustment denotes the process by which inmates adjust to detention environment. 
The issue is important both for administrative-managerial and correctional treatment purposes and for subsequent 
community adjustment, and is thus of great interest for correctional psychologists and prison administrators. 
Researchers and practitioners interested in reducing the risk of maladjustment and recidivism rates have sought 
ways to explain, evaluate, predict and facilitate the process (Jiang & Fisher-Giorlando, 2002). 
 
1.1. Operationalization and assessment of correctional adjustment  
 
The concept of correctional adjustment is operationalized using two main types of indicators (Taylor, Skubic, & 
Kistner, 2007): behavioral indicators (official disciplinary acts - violent and nonviolent disciplinary reports, days 
spent in isolation, attending educational or vocational programs etc.) and emotional- attitudinal indicators 
(subjective psychological states: depression, anxiety, fury).   
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Both these aspects are measured in correctional practice. Various approaches are used:  the study of official 
documents (prison files, results of previous assessments); the questionnaire method (self-reports, rating scales – for 
example, the Prison Preference Inventory PPI - Hans Toch, 1977; the Prison Adjustment Questionnaire PAQ and 
Prison Environment Inventory PEI - Kevin Wright, 1985) (Wright, 1988); semi-structured interviews.  
 
1.2. Explanatory models of correctional adjustment 
 
Three main models have been proposed in an attempt to find the variables associated with correctional 
adjustment (Dhami, Ayton, & Loewenstein, 2007; Gover, Mackenzie, & Armstrong, 2000): the importation model, 
the deprivation model and the situational model. 
The importation model argues for the relevance of preexistent (pre-prison) offender’s characteristics in 
explaining detention adjustment. Those characteristics are: demographic variables (race, sex, age, social class, 
marital status, educational level, occupational status, region of origin, socio-familial situation); personality and 
clinical variables (aggression, impulsivity, socialization, depression / anxiety, substance abuse); criminal history 
variables (gang affiliation, number of previous arrests, previous incarcerations / sanctions, history of violent 
behavior, severity of past criminal acts, type of current crime). On the whole, the main risk factors for prison 
maladjustment are thought to be the same as for criminality in general: family criminality, exposure to family 
violence, substance abuse, and prior antisocial behavior. The deprivation model stresses the relevance of prison 
environment (type of facility / level of security; overcrowding; staff-inmates ratio; available prison programs; length 
of sentence / fraction of sentence executed) in determining inmates’ adjustment. The situational model argues for a 
person-context interaction and proposes contextual explanatory variables such as location, time and the interpersonal 
context of the incident (who writes the report, whether others inmates were involved in the incident). 
The explanatory power of the above-mentioned models has been tested in various institutional contexts (arrest 
centers, prisons, boot camps) and using various samples (male / females, juveniles /adults). The most valid 
predictors were found to be pre-prison ones. Nevertheless, meta-analytical studies (Dhami et al., 2007) showed that 
the models are in fact complementary and the best approach would be to consider variables belonging to all models 
– because for example pre-prison life can model the way inmates experience and respond to deprivations and to the 
concrete situational factors in the correctional institution.  
 
1.3. Peculiarities of correctional adjustment in youths  
 
Age is a crucial variable when discussing correctional adjustment. Detained youths may present special 
maladjustment problems, due to the developmental characteristic of this age group (insufficient emotional and 
cognitive maturation, lower behavioral control). For many adolescents, prison admission equals a sharp desistance 
from an uninhibited and unstructured lifestyle. Numerous studies have shown a greater risk for institutional 
misconduct in youths (Kuanliang, Sorensen, & Cunningham, 2008). 
The present exploratory research seeks to identify the variables associated with correctional adjustment in youths, 
in an effort to help practitioners individualize the intervention strategies - thus improving prison management and 
increasing the chances of subsequent offender community adjustment. 
 
2. Research methods 
2.1. Purpose of the study 
 
The main objective of this study was to identify the variables associated significantly with institutional 
adjustment in detained adolescents. This is a preliminary study, a research whose aim is to develop and empirically 
validate a prediction model for correctional adjustment in adolescents. 
2.2. Setting 
The research was conducted in October-November 2009 at the Gaesti Juveniles Reeducation Centre. This Centre 
is one of the three reeducation facilities for minors in Romania, together with the Buzias and Targu Ocna ones. 
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Other detention facilities for this age group are the penitentiaries for minors and youths (at Craiova, Tichilesti and 
Targu-Mures). The research was approved by the Romanian National Penitentiary Administration. 
 
2.3. Participants 
The research sample was composed of 35 detained adolescents. At the time of research, the total number of 
inmates at Gaesti Centre was 47, but some of them did not meet the inclusion criteria (male gender and minimum 
three months from admission in the facility). The reference population was represented by 461 adolescents detained 
all over Romania (Romanian National Penitentiary Administration, 2009). Subjects had a mean age of 16.6 years, 
the mean detention period being 13.2 months.  
 
2.4. Measures  
 
The study was based on a retrospective design approach. The research instruments were: The Adolescents’ 
Correctional Adjustment Rating Scale and a Criminological Coding Form. 
The Adolescent’s Correctional Adjustment Rating Scale (CARS, Vasile, 2009) is the first objective scale of this 
type developed in Romania. It includes 49 items, scored on a five-point Lickert-type scale, referring to inmates’ 
psychopathological symptoms, institutional behavior, relation with the correctional staff and relation with other 
inmates. The validation process, the psychometric properties and the test norms are reported elsewhere (Vasile, 
2008, 2009) (Alpha Cronbach .946; there is also plus proof of content, criterion and construct validity). This 
checklist was preferred to a self-rating instrument (Youth Self-Report on Institutional Adjustment, Vasile, 2009) due 
to its increased objectivity.  
The Criminological Coding Form was created for the purpose of this study. It is a standardized method of data-
gathering, completed using data from the Personal Development Dossier of each adolescent and the Penitentiary 
Prisoner Management System of Evidence. The form codes variables hypothesized to be associated with correctional 
adjustment were: demographic, family-related, criminological and clinical variables.  
 
2.5. Procedure  
 
The criminological form was completed for each subject, with the aid of the correctional staff who provided 
access to data, after obtaining inmates’ consent. Also, for each subject a member of the staff completed the CARS 
(five persons were involved in this process: a psychologist and four educators; each of them knew the inmate well 
enough to assess him properly). In order to assure the confidentiality of data, subjects were identified by numbers. 
Data analysis was done using SPSS for Windows 15. 
3. Results 
 
3.1. Descriptive data analysis 
 
Descriptive statistics procedures were used to characterize the research sample.  
Socio-demographic variables. Subjects had a mean age of 16.6 years. 77.1% of them had Romanian nationality 
and the others belonged to ethnical minorities. 54.3% were from urban areas. The subjects’ educational level was 
below the medium values reported for their age, with a mean of 4.17 years spent in school. Also, 31.4% of the 
minors used to work occasionally. 
Family-related variables. 68.6% of the subjects came from disorganized families (divorce, family abandon, death 
of a parent), the mean age of the children at the time of family disorganization being 5.48 years. Most of the 
subjects’ families were characterized by conflicts, violence and alcohol abuse. 40% of the subjects have a history of 
institutionalization in a foster home. The living conditions were poor or very poor in 87.5% of the cases. Parents had 
a low educational level and the majority had not a stable job. Family criminality was found in 60% of cases. 
Criminological variables. 60 % of the subjects were detained for theft and burglary, 25.7% for robbery and the 
rest for sexual offences or attempted murder. 60% of the crimes were committed in group. Criminal acts in the past 
were found in 62.9% of the cases, and past convictions in 22.9% of the cases. 
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Personality. 85.7% of the subjects had an IQ below 80. 11.4% had a history of suicide attempts and 82.9% had 
medium to severe behavioral problems (with an early onset in 35.5% of the cases). 
Correctional adjustment was measured using the general score on CARS and scores on individual subscales. 
These scores, when compared to the test norms, indicated a medium level of institutional adjustment. For the 
purpose of the regression analysis, the scores were recoded dichotomically using a median split.  
3.2. Bivariate results 
To test the associations between correctional adjustment and the demographic, criminological and personality 
variables we have used inferential procedures. Different statistical tests were employed, considering the variables’ 
scale of measurement and the shape of the data distributions: parametric tests (Pearson, t-test) and nonparametric 
tests (Spearman). The mediator effect of detention duration was controlled when it is positively correlated with 
measures of adjustment. 
Data analysis revealed institutional maladjustment (as measured by the general score on CARS scale) to be 
correlated significantly with the following variables: low school level (p = .05); the existence of a criminal history 
(p=.011); previous convictions (p=.043); young age at the time of family disorganization (p=.024); history of 
institutionalization (p=.049); family criminality (p=.043); medium to severe conduct disorder symptoms (p=.03), 
and early onset of symptomatology (p=.04). The obtained effect size coefficients were small, but statistically 
significant and theoretically important.  
The table below summarizes the associations between the tested variables.  
 
UTable 1. Associations between global correctional adjustment and predictor variables (N=35) 
 
 
Predictor variables 
(Criminological Coding Form) p-level  test value 
effect size 
coefficients 
nationality (Romanian / other) > .05   
region (rural / urban) > .05   
Socio-
demographics 
educational level (no. of years in school) .05 rho=.496 0.246 
family organization (yes/no) > .05   
age at family disorganization (years) .024 r= .490 0.240 
parents’ educational level (no. of years)  > .05   
parents having a stable job (yes / no) > .05   
material situation (poor / medium) > .05   
history of institutionalization (yes/no) .049 t=2.043 .083 
Family –related 
variables 
family criminality (yes/no) .043 t=2.103 .089 
type of crime (theft etc.) > .05   
violent/nonviolent crime > .05   
penal participation  > .05   
criminal history (yes/ no) .011 t=2.682 .155 
Criminological 
variables 
past convictions (yes/ no) .043 t=2.107 .089 
IQ (above / below 80) > .05   
record of self-harm (yes / no) > .05   
conduct disorder (yes/no) .03 t=2.275 .106 
Personality 
variables 
onset of conduct disorder (age) .04 r=.519 .269 
3.3. Multivariate results 
Predictor variables that associated significantly with correctional adjustment were integrated in a binomial 
logistic prediction model, with correctional adjustment coded dichotomically. The multivariate model included as 
predictors: multiple offending; family criminality; the existence of behavioral problems and their onset; history of 
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, 6, 769. 
institutionalization. The model did not yield statistically significant results (p > .05), but this is mainly due to the 
very small sample size. 
 
4. Conclusions 
In this exploratory study we have sought to identify associations between indices of adjustment and personal 
characteristics of young inmates. Obtained results emphasize the relevance of criminological and family-related 
variables for correctional adjustment and sustain data reported by other researchers - who found that a greater risk 
for institutional misconduct is associated with: low educational level (Lutze & Murphy, 1999; Gover et al., 2000; 
Cunningham, Sorensen, & Reidy, 2005); previous arrests (Lutze & Murphy, 1999); with a more serious, more 
extensive and early onset of criminal activity (Trulson, 2007). 
Practical implications. This preliminary study is a starting point for developing a prediction model of 
institutional adjustment in detained adolescents. This would allow for the improvement of offender management, 
increasing institutional safety and also the chances of offender rehabilitation – as is reflected in post-prison 
adjustment (Hochstetler, Murphy, & Simons, 2004; French & Gendreau, 2006; Dhami et al., 2007). 
Research limitations. Some methodological aspects could limit the accuracy of our results: the small sample size 
(the main deficiency); generalizability issues (the study was conducted in a single detention unit); the use of a cross-
sectional research design; not considering the combined effect of the variables (e.g., reflecting a poor quality of pre-
prison life); the subjectivity of staff evaluations (prejudices, insufficient knowledge of individual cases); considering 
only some personality dimensions of inmates; data incompleteness in prison files; variable coding (dichotomic 
coding of the criterion variable in the regression analysis) etc.  
Recommendations. Therefore, further studies must try to replicate these findings on a larger sample, including 
juveniles coming from different correctional institutions. We also recommend the assessment of the personality 
characteristics of inmates. Alternative tests of logistic regression models (with different variable coding) and the use 
of multivariate analysis techniques (cluster analysis; classification and prediction trees), as well as a transversal 
research design, could also prove useful for developing a prediction model of correctional adjustment.  
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